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Act One
Scene i . The living room. An
afternoon in January.

sight, when the curtain rises, we are

aware of something strange about the living

room. The house is an ordinary Holland Park

house, and there is nothing at first on which we

can positively lay a finger and say, "this is wrong"
or

{<
this is strange/' Through a tall window at the

back we see only the tops of the trees outside,

and the window is oddly barred up half its

height. Is it that the furniture in a fashion dif-

ficult to define doesn't quite fit, as though it
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had been chosen for a larger room of a different

shape? But there are many explanations for that

in these days. There are two doors to the room

one is open onto the landing,, the other, up a

small flight of stairs, is closed. As the curtain

rises, a bell downstairs is ringing.

Mary comes rapidly in. She is un-uniformed

and you could not believe that those heavy,

shapeless legs could belong to anyone less inde-

pendent than a daily woman. She mounts the

stairs to the closed door and turns the handle.

It is locked.

MARY (softly): Miss Teresa . . . (She listens for

a moment, and then, as the bell rings again,

goes out to the landing, and we hear her rattling

down the stairs. Almost at the same moment we

hear the sound of water pouring away from a

basin in a closet, behind the closed door. That,

for a moment, seems to focus the oddness, the

uneasiness, of this room, for who would expect

a lavatory to open immediately out of a living

room, as though it were perhaps we are now

reaching the heart of the problem really a bed-

room? Voices mount the stairs a man's voice

and Mary's.) Miss Brown will be glad to see you
here. Miss Rose, safe and sound.
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MAN'S VOICE: I hope she got my wire. Phew!

This has been quite a climb.

MARY: It's warm for the time of year, sir,

MAN'S VOICE: Is it? Not in the train. The heating

wasn't on.

Mary shows in Michael Dennis,, a man in the

middle forties with a strained, rather sullen face,

anxious about too many things and too anxious

to disguise his anxiety; and Rose Pemberton, a

girl of about twenty with a look of being not

quite awake,, a bewildered tousled-pillow face,

a face which depends for its prettiness on youth.

It will never again be quite so pretty as this year

or even this month.

MARY: Miss Browne will be down in a minute,

sir. (She goes out.)

MICHAEL: Down? She must live in an attic.

(Michael and Rose stand stiffly^ a little aparty

looking round the room.) Why have a living

room on the third floor? Do you think it's to dis-

courage callers? (He moves restlessly around,

but comes back to exactly the same spot, three

feet away from the girL) What an odd room!

It's the wrong shape. Do you see what I mean?

Nothing quite fits. I wonder where that goes to?
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(He indicates the stairs to the closet door, climbs

them, and tries the handle. He returns to the

same spot of carpet.) The Browne family's skele-

ton? Browne with an "e." Haven't you anything

to say? Some joke? Something to show that we

don't really care a damn? (Rose shakes her

head.) Well, I've delivered you safely. The relia-

ble family friend. You are only twelve hours

late. And we sent the right considerate telegram.

The orphan is safe. But they wouldn't have wor-

ried. You were in my hands. (Rose puts out a

hand and touches him. He puts his hand over

hers, holding it tightly, but they keep the same

distance.) Be careful! You can always trust me to

be very careful. I've reached the careful age.

Wasn't my planning perfect? The two rooms at

opposite ends of the corridor. And even the

Boots was not up when our alarm went. The

shoes stood on parade all down the corridor

in the correct positions.

ROSE (imploringly): Do you have to? Isn't it bad

enough, darling?

MICHAEL: Careful again. "Darling" is a word we

mustn't use. Perhaps "dear" would be all right

from a man of my age. A safely married man.
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But when I say "dear/' remember It means-

just that. Dear.

ROSE: We can hear anybody coming up the

stairs. (She kisses him, and at that moment a key

turns in the closet door. They leap to their origi-

nal positions as the door opens and Miss Teresa

Browne comes out an old lady who must have

passed seventy a long while ago. She closes the

door behind her.) Aunt Helen

Teresa Browne pays not the slightest attention.

She walks by them as though they were not there

and out through the door onto the landing.

MICHAEL: Why did she go out like that? Why
didn't she speak? Do you think she saw us?

ROSE: No. Perhaps she heard something.

MICHAEL: There wasn't much to hear.

Teresa re-enters. She holds out her hand and

smiles with restrained cordiality.

TERESA: My dear, you must be Rose. Mary never

told me you'd arrived.

ROSE (kissing her): And you are Aunt Helen.

Or do I have to call you Great-Aunt?
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TERESA: I'm Aunt Teresa, dear.

ROSE: How silly o me!

TERESA: Not silly after all these years. You were

only six, weren't you?

ROSE: Only six. This is Mr. Dennis, Aunt Te-

resa.

TERESA: I'm interested to meet you, Mr. Dennis.

My poor niece mentioned you often in her let-

ters.

ROSE (to Michael) : My mother.

MICHAEL: Of course. I hope you don't think,

Miss Browne, that I've let down your trust al-

ready.

TERESA: I don't know what you mean, Mr. Den-

nis. Trust?

MICHAEL: We're twelve hours late. It seemed

sensible to catch an early morning train instead

of travelling after the funeral.

TERESA: I was sorry not to be there, dear. But I

couldn't leave your uncle and your Aunt Helen.

You found a room in the village, I hope, Mr.

Dennis?

MICHAEL: Oh, yes. The Red Lion.



ACT ONE: SCENE i 17

TERESA: Mass was said for your mother

morning, dear, by Father Turner.

ROSE: Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't know. I should

have been there.

TERESA: We were all there even my brother.

We remembered you with her. Are you a Catho-

lic, Mr. Dennis?

MICHAEL (abruptly): No.

TERESA: How odd that my niece should have

left you her executor.

ROSE (with asperity): Why not? My father

wasn't a Catholic.

TERESA: No, dear. Poor man. Would you like a

cup of tea, Mr. Dennis?

MICHAEL: You mustn't bother. I only came to

hand over Rose.

TERESA: A labourer deserves his hire. Excuse me
a moment, Mr. Dennis. (She goes to the door

and calls.) Mary! (No answer. She goes out onto

the landing and calls again.) Mary. (From the

landing) What time is it, Mr. Dennis?

MICHAEL: Just gone five.
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TERESA: Mary always leaves so punctually, but

she's paid till five-fifteen.

MICHAEL: I've really got to go.

TERESA: My brother always likes his cup. Mary!

(She goes downstairs.)

MICHAEL: Well, we've broken the ice. That's not

a good phrase, is it, for a pair of people skating

like we are?

ROSE: Darling, what are you worrying about?

Me? You don't have to. I swear it. (With a touch

of bitterness) I loved you the night of my moth-

er's funeral. That's an oath, isn't it, like mixing
blood? For ever and ever. Amen.

MICHAEL: Oh, it's myself I'm worrying about.

I'm afraid you're going to disappear. In a wood

of old people. I'm afraid I'm losing you the

minutes are hurrying. What happens tomorrow?

He moves around the room while she stays still,

at a loss, in the centre of it.

ROSE: You don't have to worry. You can't lose

me. After all, you're the executer.

MICHAEL: You mean the executor yes, I sup-

pose 1 can always see you on business. (Mount-
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ing the stairs) She came from up here. (He

opens the closet door.) It just doesn't make sense,

The third floor. A bathroom out of the sitting

room. This must have been a bedroom.

Miss Helen Browne enters.

HELEN: You're Rose? (They kiss.) My dear little

sweetheart, I used to call you. And you are Mr.

Dennis? (They shake hands.) Oh, you wouldn't

believe what a bad little sweetheart she could be

sometimes. (She is a little younger than her sister

a fat woman, with a certain bonhomie. She can

steer straight through other people's lives with-

out noticing.) Teresa told me you'd arrived. She's

making tea. The maid left too early, but the

clock in the kitchen's fast. Rose, dear, perhaps

you'd give her a hand with the bread and butter.

ROSE: I'm afraid I don't know where

HELEN: Straight down the stairs and into the

basement. You'll hear her cluttering around.

(To Michael) My poor sister's eyesight's failing.

It's to be expected, of course, at seventy-eight.

ROSE (to Michael) : I'll see you ?

HELEN: Mr. Dennis will stay to tea, won't you,

Mr. Dennis? (Rose leaves the room unwill-
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ingly.) I was so sorry not to have been at the

church. But you do understand, don't you, I

couldn't leave my brother and sister. Do sit

down.

MICHAEL: I hadn't meant to stay.

HELEN: Oh, but there's so much we would like

to hear. (She sits firmly down in the most com-

fortable chair.) The Brownes all have long ears,

like the Flopsy Bunnies. You know the Flopsy

Bunnies, Mr. Dennis?

MICHAEL: 1 don't think I do.

HELEN: Not dear Beatrix Potter? But, of course,

she was my generation. I saw her once shopping
at Debenham's. Now I'd expected you some-

how to be an older man.

MICHAEL: I'm forty-five. (He sits unwillingly.)

HELEN: Catholics are much too clanny some-

times, don't you think? Dear Teresa was quite

surprised when my niece chose someone who
wasn't a Catholic as a trustee.

MICHAEL: I was her husband's friend, you know
his pupil too. I owe everything to him. Even

my job now at London University.
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HELEN: You'll think us rather bigoted, but we

never cared very much for poor John's profes-

sion. It would have been so awkward for my
niece if it had been condemned.

MICHAEL: I'm afraid you won't approve of my
profession then but I'm a mere lecturer in psy-

chology. Not a professor.

HELEN: Oh well, of course, it doesn't matter

about you, does it, Mr. Dennis? We aren't con-

cerned. And the will? We've had no details yet.

(Coyly) Long ears again.

MICHAEL: Rose will have about eight hundred a

year of her own at the age of twenty-five. Until

then, your brother and I are trustees.

HELEN: It might have been better to have kept

it in the family instead of troubling you. (Coyly)

Now I'm being clanny too.

MICHAEL: You see, her father appointed me a

trustee before he died, and Mrs. Pemberton just

let it stand. His friends were always her friends.

I used to visit them every summer after his death.

HELEN (sadly): She was the first Browne to

marry a non-Catholic.

MICHAEL (with a smile): The first Browne?
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HELEN: The first of our Brownes. And you are

the executor too, Mr. Dennis?

MICHAEL: As I was trustee I suppose the lawyers

thought it would make things go more smoothly.

1 shall resign as trustee as soon as the will's ex-

ecuted. You'll be free of me.

HELEN: Oh, but of course I didn't mean

MICHAEL: I don't think I'm quite made to be a

trustee, Miss Browne.

HELEN (almost as though she had taken his

point): We were a little anxious about Rose

until we got your telegram.

MICHAEL: She was tired by the funeral. It would

have been too much to travel all night. I thought

the day train

HELEN: Poor Rose it must have been lonely in

that house all by herself.

MICHAEL: Better than travelling, of course. (Ex-

plaining a little too much) I got a room at the

Red Lion for myself.

HELEN: So right of you, Mr. Dennis. In a village

like that there'd have been a lot of silly talk if

you'd stayed in the house.
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MICHAEL: Even about a man of my age and a

girl of hers?

HELEN (cheerfully and inexorably): Human
nature's such a terrible thing, Mr. Dennis. Or is

that very Roman of me?

MICHAEL: I haven't found it terrible. Compli-

cated, tangled, perhaps unhappy. Needing help.

HELEN: My niece wrote in one ot her last letters

that you had been very helpful. We are so grate-

ful for that. There was little we could do. (She

notices that Michael is a little absent. The room

still puzzles him. He cannot help looking here

and there> particularly at the stains on the wall.

Making conversation) But now we can all help

Rose to forget.

MICHAEL: I'm very sorry. What was that? Forget?

HELEN: Her dear mother.

MICHAEL: Is it always a good thing to forget? Of

course my job is usually to teach people the im-

portance of remembering.

HELEN: What are you staring at, Mr. Dennis?

MICHAEL: Was I staring?

HELEN: I'm afraid it is rather a cluttered room.

But you see, it's our only living room.
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MICHAEL: It looks quite a big house from out-

side.

HELEN: A great many of the rooms are closed.

MICHAEL: War damage?

HELEN (guardedly): For one reason or another.

(As he still looks around) All the rooms need re-

papering, but one doesn't like to spend capital,

does one?

Teresa enters^ carrying a cake-stand with bread

and butter on one level and a plum cake on an-

other.

TERESA: The kettle's boiling, Helen. We shan't

be a moment, Mr. Dennis. Everything's set.

In this household she is obviously the anxious

Martha, the weaker character intent on carrying

out orders. The orders are first thought up some-

where else., presumably behind that mask of

bonhomie her slightly younger sister presents to

the world.

MICHAEL: It's good of you, but I hadn't meant to

stay.

TERESA: Oh, but you must meet our brother.

HELEN: Don't press Mr. Dennis, Teresa. He may
have all sorts of things . . .
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MICHAEL: Perhaps 1 ought to have a word with

your niece, before I go.

TERESA: With my niece? But she's she's dead.

HELEN (sharply): He means Rose, dear.

MICHAEL: There's still a lot of business to be

done. About the will. You see, the other executor

is abroad.

TERESA: What a good thing you're a careful

man, Mr. Dennis!

MICHAEL: Am I careful?

TERESA: That's what you were telling Rose,

wasn't it? "You can always trust me/
5

you said,

"to be very careful." I thought it was so sweetly

put.

MICHAEL (covering up): Well, an executor has

to be careful, or he goes to jail.

HELEN (defining his sphere of interest): You

should really see my brother about all those legal

things. Rose is too young to understand. Dear

little sweetheart! Teresa, if Rose is tired tell her

to lie down. We can entertain Mr. Dennis.

Rose returns on that word, carrying the tea

things.
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ROSE: I'm not a bit tired.

HELEN: Well then, if you'll all sit down do

take off your coat, Mr. Dennis I'll push James
in. (You know he's been confined to his chair for

years.) Start pouring out the tea, dear. (She goes

out.)

TERESA (fussing with the tea things): Now find

yourselves chairs. No, not that one, Rose. That's

your Aunt Helen's. (Rose and Michael sit down

together. They don't look at each other. Con-

straint keeps their eyes on a mutual object,, as if

it is only there, where Teresa deals with the tea

things, that their gazes can meet vicariously.)

Where did you say you went to Mass today, dear?

ROSE: I didn't, Aunt Teresa.

TERESA: But it's a Holiday of Obligation, dear.

Oh well, perhaps it doesn't matter if you were

travelling.

ROSE: I forgot. I could have gone before the

early train. But I slept so sound.

TERESA: One lump, Mr. Dennis?

MICHAEL: Thank you.

TERESA: And you, Rose?
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ROSE: Yes, please, Aunt.

TERESA (pouring out the tea as she talks): I

started a novena for you as soon as I heard of

your poor mother.

ROSE: Thank you, Aunt Teresa.

TERESA: I expect you'd like to go to Mass to-

morrow. It's the second of nine we've arranged
for her. Mary doesn't come In till eight-thirty,

but well wake you ourselves.

ROSE: Thank you.

TERESA: Help yourself to bread and butter, Mr.

Dennis. (Rose and Michael both put out their

hands, touch each other,, and recoil over the

plate. To Rose) Has Helen told you about your

room?

ROSE: No, but there's no hurry,

TERESA: You see, dear, we are very cramped for

space here. So many rooms are closed. We

thought perhaps you wouldn't mind sleeping in

here. The sofa's very comfortable. And the end

lets down.

ROSE: Of course. I don't mind.
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MICHAEL: I was saying to your sister, Miss

Browne, that it seemed quite a large house from

the street.

TERESA: Oh, it was. It was. But many rooms had

to be closed.

MICHAEL: War damage?

TERESA: Not exactly.

HELEN (outside): Here we are! Will somebody

open the door? (Helen pushes in a chair in

which sits her brother, James Browne, a man of

about sixty-five., with a face to which one is not

sure whether nature or mutilation has lent

strength. All his vitality, perhaps, has had to find

its way above the waist. A shawl is over his legs,

and he wears a scarf round his neck. To James]

James, here is Rose and Mr. Dennis, the execu-

tor.

JAMES: It's good to see you, my dear. After all

these years. You've changed more than I have.

Rose bends down and kisses him.

ROSE: How are you, Uncle?

JAMES: Pretty well, my dear. Thank God you
won't play trains with my chair now! Well, Mr.
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Dennis, I hope she hasn't been a trouble to you.

We expected you last night.

MICHAEL: The morning train seemed a better

idea, Mr. Browne.

HELEN: Father Browne, Mr. Dennis. My broth-

er's

MICHAEL: Of course. I'm sorry.

JAMES: Now you've seen all the family again* can

you bear us, Rose? We are a bit older than we

were, but we aren't so bad.

ROSE: It was good of Mother to leave me to you.

I'd have been lost without you.

JAMES: The only Catholic Pemberton. But some-

how I never think of you as a Pemberton.

TERESA (handing James a cup}: Your tea, dear.

ROSE: Some bread and butter, Uncle?

JAMES: No, thank you, dear. Just the tea. I'm

not an eating man.

TERESA: Oh, Rose! Such a funny thing happened
last night! A lady rang up and she asked if we

were the Brownes who were expecting a niece.

ROSE: Who was she?
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TERESA: I've no idea. When I told her you

weren't arriving till today she just rang off.

HELEN: You never told me, Teresa. What a

secret little thing you are!

TERESA: I've only just remembered. (To Rose]

I expect it was a friend of yours who wanted to

inquire.

ROSE: I can't think o anybody in London.

(She looks at Michael with apprehension.}

TERESA: Oh, if it's anything important I expect

shell ring again. Talking of important, James,

Mary left a quarter of an hour early today.

HELEN: It wasn't her fault. The clock in the

kitchen is always twenty minutes fast.

While the old people talk, Rose and Michael sit

awkwardly together, saying nothing. They have

no small talk for each other.

TERESA: Since it's always fast she must know the

real time. Will you speak to her, James? She

would take it better from you. Oh ... (She

puts her cup suddenly down and makes for the

door.}

HELEN: Now, dear, what is it?
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TERESA: If Mary left early I don't know how the

oven Is.

HELEN: It can wait for a few minutes. What a

little Martha you are!

TERESA: You'd be the first to complain tonight

about the pie.

HELEN: Well then, let me go, dear, and I'll have

only myself to blame.

TERESA: The cooking tonight is my responsi-

bility. Isn't that so, James?

JAMES: It's a Thursday. Yes.

HELEN: I'll help you, dear. I can't bear to see

you lifting heavy things.

During the argument Rose and Michael have

drawn a little apart from the others. Teresa

leaves the room. Helen is about to follow her

when she looks round and sees Michael's hand

touching Rose's as he takes her empty cup.

ROSE: Thank you, dear. (She tries to swallow

the last wordy but it's too late.)

HELEN: See that Mr. Dennis has a slice of my
plum cake, James. (She leaves.)
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JAMES: She has a wonderful hand with cakes,

Mr. Dennis.

MICHAEL: I don't think I will. I ought to be

going home.

ROSE: I'm sorry.

MICHAEL: Why?

ROSE: I mean, I've been such a trouble.

MICHAEL: No trouble. But my wife gets anxious

rather easily. She's not very well. I should have

gone straight home, but I thought there were

things we ought to discuss about the will.

ROSE (anxious to ensure seeing her lover the

next day): No, no. It can wait. Till tomorrow.

You'll be coming in tomorrow? We can talk

then.

MICHAEL: Of course. Any time that suits you.

Ill ring you up in the morning. Have a good
rest tonight. (They are trying to reassure each

other in Father Browne's presence.)

ROSE: You've done so much for me.

MICHAEL: It's my job. I'm the executor not the

execwter.
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ROSE: It was a silly slip. I was never much
at English,

MICHAEL: As the executor and trustee

and firmly) I'll try not to make any slips at all.

Good-bye, Father Browne.

JAMES: Good-bye, Mr. Dennis. Well be seeing
each other again soon, I hope.

ROSE: You put some papers down over there,

I think.

It is an excuse for them to move behind the old

man's chair, out of his vision. They are afraid to

kiss, but they hold each other for a moment.

MICHAEL: They must be in my overcoat pocket.

(They go together to the door.) Don't come

down. It's a long way to the hall. Ill see you

tomorrow, Rose.

ROSE: Yes.

MICHAEL (with a last look at this room which is

the wrong shape): Good-bye.

He goes. Rose follows him onto the landing. We
can hear his steps on the stairs, but she still

doesn't return. A pause.
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JAMES: Come in, dear, and have another cup of

tea.

ROSE (returning): I don't awfully like tea.

JAMES (guessing her thoughts): Yes, it's a long

way down, Isn't It? Only the kitchen is in the

place you'd expect. In the basement. Even if you

don't like tea, come In and sit down. I don't see

many strangers.

ROSE: Am I a stranger?

JAMES: One can love a stranger.

ROSE: Yes. (She comes back, but her mind is

away.) Why are so many rooms closed, Uncle?

JAMES: Have you noticed? So quickly?

ROSE: I mistook the floor just now it's a strange

house. The rooms down there seemed locked.

JAMES: I suppose I ought to tell you. But it

comes from something very foolish.

ROSE: Yes?

JAMES: I wouldn't tell you if you were just stay-

ing a while. But this has got to be your home.

You'll see it for yourself. You'll watch your Aunt

Teresa, your Aunt Helen; and I suppose there's

a lot to puzzle you.
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ROSE: I thought it was funny the way Aunt

Teresa came out of there, not paying any atten-

tion.

JAMES: Yes, it's funny, Isn't It? Go on thinking

it's funny a bit pathetic too. There's no harm

in it. Don't let it get on your nerves. I sometimes

thing the young have worse nerves than we have.

Age is a good drug, and it doesn't lose its effect.

ROSE: But you still haven't told me.

JAMES: My dear, it's so absurd! And I should

have been able to stop it. I hope you'll laugh.

Please laugh it's very funny in its way.

ROSE: Yes?

JAMES (nerving himself): You see, your Aunt

Helen sleeps in the old drawing room. Because

I'm an invalid they would have insisted on the

dining room for me, but I told them they

couldn't get me up and down stairs to the living

room, so I have what used to be a nurse's little

sitting room here, by the night nursery this was

the night nursery in the old days. Aunt Teresa

has the day nursery next to me. You see, the bed-

rooms are all closed.

ROSE: But why?
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JAMES (slowly and reluctantly): They don't like

using a room in which anybody has ever died.

ROSE (not understanding): Died?

JAMES (purposely light): It's a habit people have

in bedrooms. So the bedrooms are all shut

up except this. It's an old house, and they

aren't taking any chances. They risked this one

it had been a night nursery for a long time,

and children don't die very often. Anyway, they

don't die of old age.

ROSE: When did it all start?

JAMES: I'm not sure. I only noticed it when our

father died. It had seemed quite natural when

my mother's room was shut; there was nobody
else to sleep in it. I only came for the holidays,

and they had no visitors. But when this (he taps

his leg) happened, and I came to live here, I no-

ticed our father's room was closed too, and when
I wanted a room on the second floor Teresa said

I think it was Teresa "but that was Rose's

room."

ROSE: Rose?

JAMES: Your grandmother. She was the only one

of us who got married. She died here, you know,
when your mother was born.
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ROSE: Was that when It started?

JAMES: It may have been. Who knows when any-

thing really starts? Perhaps it was when we were

all children together in this room.

A pause.

ROSE: It's creepy, isn't it?

JAMES: No, no, my dear. Not creepy. I used to

laugh at them and threaten to die in here.

"What will you do for a living room then?" I'd

say. But I think at the last moment they'd push
me into my own room and that could be closed

afterwards.

ROSE: But I still don't understand.

JAMES: Nor do I. Perhaps it's the fear of death

of the certainty of death. They don't seriously

mind accidents. They aren't so much worried

about your poor mother, because she was still

young. She needn't have died. It's the inevitable

they hate. Of course when someone dies they'll

do all the right things they are good Catholics.

They'll have Masses said and then as quickly as

possible they forget. The photographs are the

first things to disappear.

ROSE: But why? Why?



g8 The Living Room

JAMES: You'll have to ask Dennis. He lectures

and writes books and teaches psychology. I ex-

pect he
7

d call It an anxiety neurosis. Or some-

thing more difficult. I'm a priest, and I've given

up psychology. They are good people; I doubt

If theyVe ever committed a big sin in their lives

perhaps it would have been better if they had.

I used to notice, in the old days, it was often the

sinners who had the biggest trust in mercy.

My sisters don't seem to have any trust. Are you

afraid of death?

ROSE: I don't think so. I haven't thought.

JAMES: Of course it seems closer to them than to

you.

ROSE: Are you afraid of it, Uncle?

JAMES: I used to be twenty years ago. And then

something worse happened to me. It was like

God reproving me for being such a fool. When

that car smash came I ceased to be any use. I am

a priest who can't say Mass or hear confessions

or visit the sick. I shouldn't have been afraid of

dying. I should have been afraid of being useless.

ROSE: But you are of use to them, Uncle?

JAMES: A priest isn't intended to be just a com-

fort to his family. Sometimes in the morning
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when I am half asleep I imagine my legs are still

here. I say to myself, "Oh dea% oh dear, what a

day ahead! A meeting of the Knights of Saint

Columba, and then the Guild of the Blessed

Sacrament, a meeting of the Altar Society, and

after that . . ."It's strange how bored I used to

be with all the running around.

ROSE: Now I'm here, can't we go out together to

the river and the park?

JAMES: Yes. I'd like to now and then. But it

means hiring a couple of men. It's a long way
down the stairs, and I'm heavy. But I'm not

going to use you, my dear. I hope soon you'll be

getting married.

ROSE: There's plenty of time.

Helen enters.

HELEN: Poor little fusspot. The oven was per-

fectly all right. Mary's very reliable. Has Mr.

Dennis gone?

JAMES: He went a few minutes ago.

HELEN: A nice man, but not much sense of

humour, I'm afraid. I was telling him about the

Flopsy Bunnies. He'd never heard of them.
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JAMES: You mustn't be hard on Mm for that.

I've never read Paradise Lost.

Teresa enters in a hurry.

TERESA: Has Mr. Dennis ?

HELEN: He's gone, dear.

TERESA: That lady is on the telephone again.

The one who called before. She wants to talk to

him.

ROSE: I have his number. (With a trace of bitter-

ness at the last word) She can get him at home.

TERESA: I said 1 thought I'd heard him go, and

she wants to talk to you, Rose.

ROSE (scared): Me?

TERESA: She says she's Mrs. Dennis. Will you

speak to her, dear? She's asking all sorts of ques-

tions I can't answer.

ROSE: But I don't know her. I've never even met

her.

Helen is listening intently.

JAMES: What questions, Teresa?

TERESA: She said she tried to speak to Mr.

Dennis last night. She wasn't well. Where do you

say he stayed, dear?
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ROSE: I don't know. In the village.

TERESA: And then she tried your house, and you
weren't there. She sounds a little strange. I

wish you'd come, dear. She's waiting on the tele-

phone.

JAMES: Better have a word with her.

ROSE (desperately}: I can't. I don't know her.

Michael will be home any moment.

HELEN: Don't worry, my little sweetheart. She's

tired. Such a long journey. Your Aunt Helen

will take care of it for you. (She leaves.)

CURTAIN



Act One
Scene 2. The living room. The

next morning.

Michael Dennis is alone. He is ill at ease. He

opens a briefcase, takes out some papers, and

puts them back. He goes to the window and

looks out. Teresa Browne enters.

TERESA: Good morning, Mr. Dennis.

MICHAEL: Good morning. I promised yesterday

I'd come in.

TERESA: We hadn't expected you quite so early.

MICHAEL: I have a lecture at eleven.
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TERESA: My brother hasn't finished his break-

fast. You see, my sister and I went to Mass this

morning.

MICHAEL: I didn't want to bother your brother.

It was really Rose I came to see.

TERESA: Oh, but Rose is out. She didn't go to

Mass.

MICHAEL: I could come this afternoon. After

three. I have some students at two.

TERESA: She's going out this afternoon.

MICHAEL: Well, perhaps I could look In after

dinner.

TERESA: She'll be out then so my sister says.

MICHAEL (with sombre realization): And to-

morrow does Miss Browne say shell be out

then, too?

TERESA: Yes.

MICHAEL: Why?

TERESA: I suppose she knows the reason. I don't.

MICHAEL: Where is Rose?

TERESA: I don't know. I really don't, Mr. Den-

nis. I'm never told anything in this house.
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MICHAEL: I'm the executor of her mother's will

and her trustee. Your sister can't prevent my
discussing matters with her.

TERESA: I've no Idea what she can do and what

she can't, Mr. Dennis. She's a terribly deter-

mined woman. I'm her elder, but she's always

had her way. Even my brother and he's a

priest. Do you know, Mr. Dennis, she's so

arranged this house that that (Her eyes are

on the closet.} Well, I'm quite ashamed. I don't

know what strangers think. We should have

made one out of the cupboard on the landing.

MICHAEL: Suppose I just stay here till Rose

comes in?

TERESA: Oh, I don't know that she's out. And if

she's not out she wouldn't be able to come in,

would she?

MICHAEL: Miss Browne, could you take a mes-

sage?

TERESA: I'd have to ask Helen.

MICHAEL: But I'm Rose's trustee.

TERESA: Helen thinks that was a mistake*

MICHAEL (with anger): I don't care what Miss

Browne thinks
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Helen pushes James through the which

Teresa has left open. She has her

homie, and we can see the strong will in

the big breasts and the stout body.

HELEN: Good morning, Mr. Dennis. This is an

early call.

MICHAEL (stubbornly): I've come to see Rose.

Good morning, Father Browne.

JAMES: I suppose I could make a joke about

being pushed into this affair if it would help.

MICHAEL: It wouldn't. When I don't know what

affair

HELEN: Your wife telephoned again, just after

you left, Mr. Dennis.

MICHAEL: I know. She told me.

HELEN: Rose is our responsibility now. So you
do understand, don't you, we have to clear the

matter up.

MICHAEL: What matter?

JAMES: For goodness' sake, sit down, all of you.

You make me want to stand up myself.

They prepare to sit.
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TERESA: Not that chair, Mr. Dennis. That's

Helen's.

HELEN: Teresa dear, don't you think you'd bet-

ter go and keep an eye on Mary?

TERESA: It's not my turn.

HELEN: I have to have a little talk with Mr.

Dennis.

TERESA: But I'm the eldest.

HELEN: That's why, dear. This isn't something

for your generation.

TERESA (appealing): James ?

JAMES: Better go, dear. There are more than

enough of us as it is.

HELEN: I heard Mary on the first landing.

TERESA: She's not dusting the closed rooms, is

she?

HELEN: I told her particularly not. But perhaps

you had better make sure. (Teresa goes hur-

riedly out.} And now, James (James sits silent

and ill at ease in his wheel-chair. A pause.} You

promised to have a word with Mr. Dennis.

JAMES (with a helpless or perhaps appealing ges-
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ture): Mr. Dennis Is not a Catholic I am not in

the confessional. I have no authority,

HELEN: But James, a woman can hardly ask

MICHAEL: This is the second time I've been on

trial today. I hope I've reached the Supreme
Court. You want to ask me whether Rose and I

are lovers. That's it, isn't it?

HELEN: Really, Mr. Dennis, we would never

have put it so crudely.

MICHAEL: But I'm not a Catholic, as your

brother says. I haven't learned to talk about

"offences against purity." In my lectures I try to

be crude it's only another word for precise.

JAMES: Forgive me, but so far you haven't been

very precise.

MICHAEL: You said you had no authority. I agree

with you. I'm not going to answer.

HELEN: Then we can only assume the worst.

JAMES: Speak for yourself, Helen. 1 shall do no

such thing.

HELEN: Where did you spend the night before

last, Mr. Dennis? It wasn't true that you stayed

in the village, was it?
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MICHAEL; No.

HELEN: Why did you tell us that?

MICHAEL: I had booked a room.

HELEN: But when Mrs. Dennis telephoned

MICHAEL: Two people are on trial. I won't an-

swer any questions unless Rose wants me to.

I think you had better let me talk to her.

HELEN: But you won't be able to see her again,

Mr. Dennis.

MICHAEL: That's melodramatic and impractica-

ble. (With sudden fear) She's not ill, is she?

JAMES: No.

MICHAEL: You are not dealing with two chil-

dren, Miss Browne.

HELEN: One is a child.

MICHAEL: Legally, yes, for another year.

HELEN: I agree you are hardly a child. How
many children have you, Mr. Dennis?

MICHAEL: None.

HELEN: Why do you want to see Rose again?

MICHAEL: The will
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JAMES: Go on being frank. I like you better

way.

MICHAEL (stung): I love her. Is that

enough for you?

HELEN: Frank? It's It's revolting. Seducing a

child at her mother's funeral,

MICHAEL: You take your psychology out of li-

brary books, Miss Browne.

Helen begins to speak, but James interrupts her.

JAMES: You've asked your questions, Helen.

Now leave us alone.

HELEN: Did you hear him admit that

JAMES: There's no point in anger. We only get

angry because we are hurt. And our hurt is not

of importance in this case. We are dealing with

more important people.

HELEN: Are you calling him

JAMES: Of course he's more important than we

are. You and I are only capable of self-impor-

tance, Helen. He's still in the middle of life.

He's capable of suffering.

HELEN: I wish you wouldn't preach at me,

James.
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JAMES: I'm sorry. Sometimes I remember I'm a

priest. Please go away.

HELEN: James, will you at least promise

JAMES: Helen, I can't bear your voice when it

gets on one note. We are too near death, you
and I

HELEN: Oh, you're impossible!

She leaves. A pause.

JAMES: I knew that word would do the trick.

MICHAEL: What word?

JAMES: Death. (A pause.) What are we going to

do about her?

MICHAEL: Miss Browne seems quite capable

JAMES: I meant Rose. Rose knew you were mar-

ried?

MICHAEL: Of course.

JAMES: You said this was your second trial today?

Michael moves restlessly up and down the room,

coming to a stop at intervals by the chair.

MICHAEL: When I got home last night my wife

was in bed with the door locked. Like a jury
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after the evidence has been heard. This morning
she gave me her verdict of guilty.

JAMES: Was it a just one?

MICHAEL: Do you believe In justice? (With an-

gry irony) Of course. I forgot. You believe in a

just God. The all-wise Judge.

JAMES: That kind of justice has nothing to do

with a judge. (He turns his head and follows

Michael's movements.) It's a mathematical term.

We talk of a just line, don't we? God's exact,

that's all. He's not a judge. An absolute knowl-

edge of every factor the conscious and the un-

conscious yes, even heredity, all your Freudian

urges. That's why He's merciful.

MICHAEL (coming to a halt by James's chair): I

know what \ seem like to you. \ am a middle-

aged man. Whose wife won't divorce him.

JAMES: That wouldn't have helped.

MICHAEL: But I mean to marry Rose.

JAMES: It would be better to live with her. She'd

be less bound to you then.

MICHAEL: How I hate your logic.

JAMES: I sometimes hate this body cut off at the

knees. But my legs won't exist, however much I
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hate the lack of them. It's a waste of time hating

facts.

MICHAEL: I believe in different facts. (A pause.)

Father, we have our heretics in psychology too.

1 believe in the analysis of dreams, but some-

times I have had a dream so simple and brief

that there seems to be nothing there to ana-

lyse a shape, a few colours, an experience of

beauty, that's all. Then I refuse to look further.

JAMES: What has that to do ?

MICHAEL: Oh, I can analyse my own love. I can

give you all the arguments. Pride that a girl can

love me, the idea that time is hurrying to an

end, the sense of final vigour which comes be-

fore old age, the fascination innocence may have

when you've ceased to believe in it it's like see-

ing a unicorn in Hyde Park. It's true, Father,

you can analyse every dream, but sometimes the

analysis doesn't seem to make sense. An anxiety

neurosis, I say, and then the face stares back at

me so young and lovely why should I explain

my love any other way?

JAMES: You don't have to convince a priest that

the truth seems all wrong sometimes. I learnt
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that long ago in the confessional. All the

I'd rather you were dead. Or somebody different,

MICHAEL: Different?

JAMES: Say, like your grandfather. He may have

visited a brothel once in a while, when he went

abroad, but he believed you only loved the per-

son you married. He wasn't tempted to leave his

wife society was so strong any more than you
are tempted to commit murder. You may be a

better man, but he caused much less trouble.

MICHAEL: It wasn't what I meant to do.

JAMES: You haven't much imagination. How can

you have a love affair without trouble?

MICHAEL: I don't want a "love affair." I meant

to break it gently to my wife later, when there

wouldn't have been any of this bitterness.

JAMES: I was wrong. You've got a great imagina-

tion. If you think you can leave a woman with-

out bitterness.

MICHAEL: My wife and I we haven't been lov-

ers in a long while.

JAMES: You've been companions, haven't you?
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MICHAEL: 1 didn't mean to hurt anyone. I had

planned nothing. I hardly noticed Rose until

two months ago. I came to see her mother when

the doctors had diagnosed angina. She knew she

might die any time, walking too far, lifting a

weight. She wanted to talk about Rose. I wasn't

a Catholic, but she trusted me. We both lost the

man we cared for most when her husband died.

Rose came into the room. I didn't bother to

look up, but when she bent down to kiss her

mother I smelled her hair. Then she went out

of the room. She was like a landscape you see

from the train, and you want to stop just there.

JAMES: Well?

MICHAEL: I pulled the communication cord.

JAMES: And there's always a fine attached.

MICHAEL: But I want to pay it. Alone. Not the

others.

JAMES: Was my sister right? When you went

down for the funeral, were you planning ?

MICHAEL: Not even then. Oh, perhaps I'd be

shocked too, if it weren't myself and Rose. You

can't shock yourself, can you? "The funeral

baked meats did coldly furnish forth the mar-
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rlage tables." But there hasn't been a marriage.

And now there can't be. What do we do?

JAMES: You're the psychologist. Let's hear the

wisdom of Freud, Jung, Adler. Haven't they all

the answers you need? You can only get a priest's

answer from me.

MICHAEL: I'm asking for the priest's answer.

Then 111 know what I have to fight,

JAMES: There's only one answer I can give.

You're doing wrong to your wife, to Rose, to

yourself and to the God you don't believe In.

Go away. Don't see her, don't write to her, don't

answer her letters if she writes to you. Shell

have a terrible few weeks. So will you. You aren't

a cruel man.

MICHAEL: And in the end?

JAMES: We have to trust God. Everything will

be all right.

MICHAEL (angrily): All right what a queer

idea you have of all right. I've left her. Fine. So

shell always associate love with betrayal. When

she loves a man again, therell always be that in

her mind love doesn't last. Shell grow her de-

fence mechanisms until she dies inside them.
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And 111 go on as I have for the last ten years,

having a woman now and then, for a night, on

the sly, substitutes, living with a woman I don't

desire a hysteric. She has something real for

her hysteria now, but for ten years she's invented

things. Ever since our child died. Sometimes I

find myself thinking she invented even that. I

wasn't there.

JAMES: Can't you even find a cure for your own

wife?

MICHAEL: No. Because I'm part of her insecu-

rity. I'm inside her neurosis as I'm inside her

house.

JAMES: So you'll burn down the house. For

God's sake don't talk any more psychology at me.

Just tell me what you want.

MICHAEL: To live with Rose. To live an ordi-

nary quiet human life. To have a family. She

can change her name to mine for convenience.

For the sake of the children. So no one will

know. Perhaps one day my wife will divorce me,

and we can marry.

JAMES (ironically): I shouldn't take the trouble.

Rose wouldn't want a fake marriage.
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MICHAEL: You don't know her.

JAMES: I know one side of her better than you
do. You can't fob off a Catholic with a registrar's

signature and call it a marriage. We do as many
wrong things as you do, but we have the sense

to know it. I don't say she wouldn't be happy
in a way as long as the desire lasted. Then
she'd leave you even with the registrar's signa-

ture. I'm sorry for you, being mixed up like that,

with one of us.

MICHAEL: I'll risk it.

JAMES: And your wife?

MICHAEL: A hysteric will go on with a scene un-

til she gets what she wants. There are only two

things you can do. Give her what she wants, and

that brings the next scene closer she smells suc-

cess, like a dog a bitch. Or just walk out. She

can't make a scene alone. I've walked out for

half-hours long enough. I shall walk out for

good. Father, I sound cruel. I'm not. I do love

her. She's my wife. She ruined her health over

the child. I want to make her happy. I've tried

to, but I can't go on. It's no good going on

for any of us. We'll break sooner or later, and

it only prolongs the pain. What's the matter?
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He goes over to the chair. James is trembling.

His head has dropped.

JAMES: It's a terrible world.

MICHAEL: Can't you forget you're a priest for a

while?

JAMES (with bitter self-reproach): I forget it

twenty-two hours a day.

MICHAEL: As a man, can you see Rose happy in

this house three old people and all these closed

rooms? Why closed?

JAMES (in a low, ashamed voice}: They were

afraid to live where anyone had died. So they

closed the bedrooms.

MICHAEL (too patly): So that's it. I've come

across cases like that. Compulsive neurosis. Peo-

ple who won't grow up, so that they believe they

won't die.

JAMES: How you love your snap judgments,

Dennis.

MICHAEL: What a household for Rose. What's

going to happen when one of them dies or you
die? Can you see her helping to shift the furni-

ture into another hiding place? Is that the life

for a girl?
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JAMES: You've got plenty of reason on your side,

but

^4 pause.

MICHAEL (he has a sense of victory): But what?

JAMES: God has plenty of mercy.

MICHAEL: You can't expect me to depend on

that.

JAMES: I don't know that we do, often.

MICHAEL: It's no good asking your sister. But I

ask you. Let me speak to her.

JAMES: Can't you let her alone for a little to

make up her own mind?

MICHAEL: Or your sister to make it up for her?

JAMES (his last appeal): You're a psychologist.

You know how often young girls fall in love

with a man your age, looking for a father.

MICHAEL (defensively) : What of It?

JAMES: Rose never knew her father.

He has got under Michael's skin. His reaction is

unnecessarily vehement.

MICHAEL: All right. I may be a father substitute.

I don't care a damn, if it makes her happy. It's
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as good a reason for love, isn't it, as black hair

or a good profile? Hair alters, a man grows a

second chin. A substitute may give satisfaction

for a lifetime.

JAMES: You can't think in terms of a lifetime.

MICHAEL: I might die before she got tired of me.

JAMES: You might. It's a terrible thing to have

to depend on, though.

A bell rings below.

MICHAEL: Can I go and find her?

JAMES: She's not in the house. Helen saw to

that.

MICHAEL: Can I wait till she returns?

JAMES: I can't turn you out, can I?

MICHAEL (he hears footsteps on the stairs):

That's Rose.

JAMES: It's only Mary.

MICHAEL: No. I know her step. She's coming up.

Am I going to see her with your consent? Or
without?

JAMES: What are you going to say to her?
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MICHAEL: I'm to ask her to her

Rose enters. She sees

pleasure.

ROSE: But you telephoned. They you'd

phoned.

MICHAEL: What about?

ROSE: You couldn't come. You had to go away.

For a week.

MICHAEL: I never telephoned. They didn't want

me to see you.

ROSE: But that's absurd. Uncle you weren't

concerned?

JAMES: No, He wants to talk to you. You can

push me out.

ROSE (looking from one to the other): What's

happened? What's it all about? You, both of

you

JAMES: He wants you to pack your bag.

ROSE (to Michael): You mean go away? They
know all about us? Do you want me to go away

now, today? (She speaks with excitement and no

apprehension. Michael watches her with grow-
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ing uneasiness. She is too young and unpre-

pared.) How lucky I never unpacked the trunk.

I can be ready In a few minutes. (She turns to

her uncle with sudden remorse.) Oh, Uncle, you

must think we are very wicked.

JAMES: No. Just Ignorant. And innocent.

ROSE (with pride): Not innocent.

JAMES: Please open the door. Rose.

ROSE: I didn't want to hurt you. It just hap-

pened this way.

JAMES: Don't worry about me,

ROSE: I know It's wrong, but I don't care. Uncle,

we're going to be happy.

JAMES: Is he?

Rose looks quickly at Michael. He doesn't look

a happy man.

ROSE: Darling, is anything the matter?

MICHAEL: My wife knows.

ROSE (with the glibness and unfeelingness of

youth): It had to happen sooner or later. Was

she very angry?

MICHAEL: Not exactly angry.
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ROSE: You've had an awful time.

MICHAEL: Other people are having an

time.

ROSE: Yes, of course. It's terribly sad, but well

be all right. You'll see. And people get over

everything,

MICHAEL: She cried a great deal. I left her cry-

ing.

JAMES: Please open the door. I feel like an ac-

complice.

ROSE: Fm sorry, Uncle, (She opens the door for

his chair to pass.)

JAMES: Come and see me when you've done.

ROSE: You don't think Fd go away without say-

ing good-bye? (Turning to Michael after shut-

ting the door) Darling, tell me what you've

planned.

MICHAEL: My plans haven't been a success. My
wife won't divorce me. We may never be able

to marry.

ROSE (with momentary disappointment): Oh!

(She sweeps her disappointment aside.) It

doesn't really matter, does it? It wouldn't have
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been a real marriage, anyway. And somebody

may die.

MICHAEL: You're a Catholic. I never knew any

Catholics before except your mother.

ROSE: Perhaps I'm only half one. Father wasn't.

MICHAEL: You never knew him, did you?

ROSE: No. But I've seen lots of photographs. He
had a nose rather like yours.

MICHAEL (with bitterness): I never noticed that.

ROSE: Shall I pack now?

She begins to get her things together in a small

suitcase while the dialogue continues.

MICHAEL: You don't mind about the Church?

ROSE (lightly, as she goes to the bathroom for

herspongebag and pyjamas'): Oh, I expect it will

come all right in the end. I shall make a death-

bed confession and die in the odour of sanctity.

MICHAEL (as she comes out again): Our chil-

dren will be illegitimate.

ROSE: Bastards are the best, so Shakespeare says.

(She folds up the pyjamas and puts them in her

case.) We did King John my last term at school.
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The nuns hurried over bits. There a

nice phrase for "born under the rose."

I liked Faulconbridge. Oh, what an age it

seems

MICHAEL: Your aunts won't let you
here.

ROSE (crossing to a cupboard to a frock):

Do you think I care? Darling, I can't bear this

house. It gives me the creeps. Do you know why

they've closed the rooms?

MICHAEL; Yes,

ROSE: 1 can't help wondering which of them will

die where. If one of them died in here, they

wouldn't have enough rooms to live in. It's

really awful. Like something in Edgar Allan Poe.

MICHAEL: What a lot of books you've read.

ROSE: You aren't angry about something, are

you? Ill do anything you say. Just tell me where

to go, and 111 go. Like Ruth. "Your people shall

be my people." I suppose your people are all

psychologists.

MICHAEL: Not all.

ROSE: I've read Freud in Penguin. The Psychol-

ogy of Everyday Life.
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MICHAEL: You have, have you?

ROSE: Darling, something's fretting you. You

haven't fallen In love with another woman?

MICHAEL: No. I finished all that with you.

ROSE: I shall never be sure of that. You didn't

waste much time with me.

MICHAEL: I haven't much time to waste.

ROSE: You are worrying, just like yesterday.

What is the matter?

MICHAEL: Only a damned sense of responsibil-

ity. Listen, Rose, this Is serious. Have you really

thought ?

ROSE: I don't want to think. You know about

things; I don't. Darling, I've never been in love

before. You have.

MICHAEL: Have I?

ROSE: Your wife.

MICHAEL: Oh, yes.

ROSE: You know the way around. Tell me what

to do. I'll do it. I've packed my bag, but 111 un-

pack It if you want it a different way. I'll do

anything, darling, that's easier for you. Tell me
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to come to Regal Court, now, this minute,

111 come.

MICHAEL: Regal Court?

ROSE: It's where people go to make love. So

everybody says. Ill go there now and come hack

here. I'll meet you there every day. Or I'll

my bag and go away with you for years.

MICHAEL: Only years?

ROSE: Just say what you want, I'm awfully obe-

dient.

MICHAEL: Dear, it's not only you and me you
have to think.

ROSE: Don't make me think. I warned you not

to make me think. I don't know about things.

They'll all get at me if they have a chance.

They'll say, "Did you ever consider this? Did

you ever consider that?" Please don't do that to

me too not yet. Just tell me what to do.

MICHAEL: You are very dear to me.

ROSE: Of course. I know.

MICHAEL: I don't want you to make a mistake.

ROSE: A mistake wouldn't matter so much.

There's plenty of time.



68 The Living Room

MICHAEL: "You're not a cruel man/* your uncle

said to me. I don't know much about the young.

I've caused a lot of trouble In the last few weeks,

breaking In

ROSE: And haven't I? Dear, don't worry so. Wor-

ries bring worries, my nurse used to say. Let's

both give up thinking for a month, and then it

will be too late.

MICHAEL: I wish I could.

ROSE: But you can.

MICHAEL: You can live in the moment because

the past Is so small and the future so vast. Fve

got a small future, I can easily imagine even

your uncle can imagine it for me. And the past

is a very long time and full of things to remem-

ber.

ROSE: You weren't so horribly wise yesterday.

MICHAEL: Put up with my "wisdom."

ROSE: Of course. If I have to. (Shutting her case)

Shall we go?

MICHAEL: I have to go home first and say good-

bye.

ROSE: That's hard for you.
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MICHAEL Don't

on me. After all she the to

feel secure.

ROSE: I'm sorry.

MICHAEL: Oh, it's not you I'm with, I'm

angry with all the world who think doesn't

care.

ROSE: You won't let her talk you round,

you?

MICHAEL: No.

ROSE: She's had you so long. Shell have all the

right words to use, 1 only know the wrong ones.

MICHAEL: You don't need words. You're young.

And the young always win in the end, (He
draws her to him.)

ROSE: Where shall we meet?

MICHAEL: Lancaster Gate Station, in an hour.

ROSE (she is worried by his reserve): You do still

want me?

MICHAEL: Yes.

ROSE: I mean, like yesterday?

MICHAEL: I still want you in just the same way.
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ROSE: I wasn't much good, but I'm learning aw-

fully fast.

MICHAEL: You've nothing to fear. (He kisses

her.} You've got the whole future.

ROSE: I only want one as long as yours.

MICHAEL (going): In an hour.

ROSE: Good-bye, my heart!

Michael goes. Rose doses her suitcase; then goes

to the window. She tries to peer out between

the bars, then climbs on a chair to see better.

Teresa enters and crosses the room to the bath-

room. As the door closes Helen comes in, sees

the suitcase, and stops. Rose turns.

HELEN: I hope you are not opening the window,

dear?

ROSE (obeying): I'm sorry, Aunt Helen. (She

crosses the room and picks up her suitcase.)

HELEN: Where are you going?

ROSE: To say good-bye to Uncle James. (Helen

sits down heavily in a chair.) It was very wrong

of you to tell me Michael had gone away. I

nearly missed him. I'll be back to say good-bye

to Aunt Teresa.
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She out. Helen sits silent in the

puts her fingers to the corners of eyes

gels rid of the jeic have 7V-

iT,$(2 opens the closet door and comes on I.

HELEN (imperiously}: Teresa! She's going away.

We've got to stop her, (Teresa her no at-

tention tries to cross the room. Helen

her way.) Oh, don't be absurd, Teresa. Don't

keep up your tomfoolery now. (Teresa

her and goes out.) Teresa!

After a moment Teresa re-enters.

TERESA: Did you call me, Helen?

HELEN: You heard what I said (a

doubt) or didn't you?

TERESA: I've been In James's room. How could

I hear?

HELEN (furiously): You've been there (pointing

at the closet) pretending not to be seen again,

TERESA: Oh no, dear, you're imagining things.

HELEN: Do you really mean to tell me Are

you feeling quite well, Teresa?

TERESA: I think so, Helen. Was there something

you wanted to talk to me about?
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HELEN: Sit down, Teresa. You know, when you
came in just now you walked a little crookedly.

Like ten years ago when the doctor said

TERESA (in fear): I don't remember what he

said.

HELEN: He said you had to be very, very careful

TERESA (whimpering): I have been, Helen.

HELEN: He said

TERESA (imploring): I don't want to hear. I

don't want to hear.

HELEN: Shall I read you some of the "Little

Flower'?

TERESA: But you only do that when I'm ill,

Helen. Am I ill? Really ill? (She sits down.)

HELEN (sits
beside her): Did you feel a little

faint when you got up?

Teresa licks her lips a little with apprehension.

TERESA: Perhaps, Helen. For a while.

HELEN: Any headache, dear?

TERESA: I don't think so. A very little one.

HELEN: And your heart?
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TERESA: It's beating rather. Helen, you
think ?

HELEN: Of course not. But we have to be very

careful at our age. You'll go to bed, dear, won't

you?

TERESA: But I don't want to be a trouble, Helen.

It
%

s my cooking day tomorrow. There's no one

to help you In the evening when Mary leaves.

HELEN: There's Rose now, dear. Rose would

help, wouldn't she? She's a good child. She

wouldn't leave us if she knew we were in trou-

ble. Ill call her now, and well put you to bed.

TERESA: But Helen, I hate my bed. Couldn't I

just rest in here?

HELEN (lowering her voice): But you remember

our agreement?

TERESA: I can't hear what you are saying, dear,

HELEN: You seem a little deaf this morning.

Your hearing comes and goes. See If you can

stand up, Teresa.

TERESA: Of course I can stand up. (She gets to

her feet with difficulty and collapses again in her

chair.)
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HELEN: Come to bed, dear. Rose and I will look

after you.

TERESA (imploringly): Please, Helen

HELEN: You've got such a pretty bedroom, dear.

I tell you what. I'll send Mary to Burns Gates to

get you another holy picture for that patch on

the wall where Mother's portrait used to hang.

Would you like another "Little Flower"?

TERESA: I'd rather have Saint Vincent de Paul.

But Helen

HELEN: In a few days you'll be up and about

again.

TERESA (desolately): Days?

HELEN: Come, dear. Youll see you can't walk

by yourself. Try.

TERESA: I can. I really can. (She rises carefully

to her feet and takes a step.)

HELEN: Careful, dear. Take my arm.

TERESA: No. No.

With a frightened cry Teresa draws away and

collapses onto a chair.

HELEN (goes to the door and calls): Rose! Rose!

(It isn't real fear in her voice. Teresa takes some
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tottering steps towards the sofa falls on the

floor. When Helen I urns sees her sister, .she

feels panic. ) Teresa, Dear Teresa. Speak to me.

Please. Teresa! (She bends down, and for a mo-

ment it as though she is going to try to

drag her sister through the door. Then she rum

through the door onto the cries in

real fear) Rose! Rose! Please, Rose! Help me,

Rose! Help me!

CURTAIN



Act Two
Scene i . The livingroom. Early

evening, three weeks later.

Teresa Browne is sitting in an easy chair with a

rug tucked round her knees. Father Browne sits

beside her in his wheel-chair. He is reading

aloud to her.

JAMES (reading}:
1

'Upon that lucky night

In secrecy, inscrutable to sight,

I went without discerning

And with no other light

Except for that which in my heart was burning.
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"It lit and led me through
More certain than the light of noonday clear

To where One waited near

Whose presence well I knew,

There where no other presence might appear.

"Oh night that was my guide!

Oh darkness dearer than the morning's

pride . . ."

James suddenly stops.

TERESA: Go on a little longer. I like what you
read so much better than what Helen reads. I

don't understand it, but I like it. She always

reads me Saint Th6rese. She talks about my
"Little Flower/' but it's her "Little Flower"

really.

JAMES: Helen gets confused. She thinks of us

two as the old ones, but she's old too. She means

no harm.

TERESA: Was I really dying the other day?

JAMES: How do I know? We are all nearly dying,

I hope except Rose.

TERESA: Do you know, for just a moment I

didn't want to die in the day nursery where all
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our toys used to be. I wanted to die where every-

body else had died in a real bedroom.

JAMES: Why not?

TERESA: Oh, it was only for a moment. Then I

was so frightened. More frightened than I had

ever been. Helen says it was my idea first to

close all the bedrooms. I can't remember. Was

it?

JAMES: You both wanted it, I think. I can't re-

member now. Anyway the rooms will be opened

by somebody else before very long perhaps by
Rose.

TERESA: People talk about the soul, but I always

think of ghosts, the dead who can't sleep. There

was a story Helen told me once about lost

souls

JAMES (interrupting): It was wrong of me to

give way about those rooms. When it began it

seemed silly and unimportant. Why should I

fight you over a fancy? But perhaps I should

have fought you. I've been very useless, Teresa.

Do you know one of my "daydreams"? I get

them again now perhaps they belong to second

childhood. I dream of helping somebody in

great trouble. Saying the right word at the right
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time. In the old days in the confessional once

in five years perhaps one sometimes felt one

had done just that. It made the years between

worthwhile. Now I doubt if I'd know the right

word if the chance came.

TERESA: I'm afraid of dying, James, even of

thinking about death. Then Rose came, and I

seemed to frighten her. It's a nice house. We
aren't bad people. I don't know why there

should be so much fear around.

JAMES: Perhaps your fear frightened her. Your

silly fear of death.

TERESA: Is it a silly fear, James?

JAMES: No one who believes in God should be

afraid of death.

TERESA: But there's Hell, James.

JAMES: We aren't as important as that, Teresa.

Mercy is what I believe in. Hell is for the great,

the very great. I don't know anyone who's great

enough for Hell except Satan.

TERESA. I sound a bit braver now, but it's only

because I'm back here in the living room. It

was good of Helen to hide that" patch in my
room with a picture, but I said not the "Little
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Flower." Do you think Helen likes her because

she died young? Sometimes she looks at Rose in

a strange way, as though she's thinking, I may
survive even you.

JAMES: You want to rest. Shall I read a little

more?

TERESA: Yes.

JAMES: Saint John is still talking about the dark

night of the soul. It's a bit difficult to under-

stand for me and you who've not got that far.

You see, it's nearness to God that withers a man

up. We are all such a long comfortable distance

away. He is trying to describe the black night he

found himself in a night that seemed to be

without love or even the power to pray.

TERESA: I pray. Night and morning.

JAMES: Oh, I remember my baby prayers, Te-

resa. "Our Father/' "Hail Mary/' an act of con-

trition. But I can't meditate for ten minutes

without my mind wandering and as for con-

templation, it's a whole world away. Something
I have read about in the lives of the saints. When
I was working in a parish I used to tell myself I
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had no time for prayer. Well, I have been given

twenty years and I can still only say "Our Fa-

ther.'' And do I really say that?

TERESA: I think you have got a dark night of

your own, James.

JAMES: No, I'd never reach that kind of despair.

I have no parish drudgery, I'm comfortable, well

fed, happy with both of you. I can read you
what the saints say from books, even though I

can't feel with them. What's for dinner, Teresa?

TERESA: Macaroni cheese. (Suddenly realizing

he is joking) Oh, James

Helen enters.

HELEN: Have you heard Mary come back, dear?

JAMES: Isn't she in the kitchen?

HELEN: I sent her on an errand.

JAMES: To the shops?

HELEN: Not exactly.

JAMES: Far?

HELEN (ambiguously): Oh, across the park.

TERESA: I haven't seen her since lunch.
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HELEN: She went out just after lunch. I hoped
she'd be back to wash up the tea things, but I

suppose I'd better do them myself.

TERESA: Rose?

HELEN: You don't expect Rose to be here, do

you, dear? (She goes out.)

TERESA: What did she mean?

JAMES: I don't know.

TERESA: Rose was very good to me when I was

ill. I'd wake up sometimes so frightened, and

there she'd be, dozing in the chair by my bed.

I remember when I was a child, before Helen

was born, Mother used to give me a nightlight

because I was so afraid. It made a sound like

someone breathing quietly. Like Rose asleep.

JAMES: She's a kind child.

TERESA: Except at the beginning. She was very

harsh to me at the beginning. I wonder why.

JAMES: It doesn't matter now.

TERESA: Just before I was ill, I remember Helen

saying something to me about Rose going away.
Where would she go to? Running away, I think
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she said. But why should she run away from us?

Is that fear again?

JAMES: Don't worry. She's still here.

TERESA: People don't tell me things. And there's

such a lot I don't understand.

JAMES: Don't try. It's much better to believe

only what we see, and not ask questions. Leave

questions to the psychologists. 'Is this really so?"

they ask you. ''Do you really think that or just

think that you think?"

They neither of them have heard the footsteps

on the stairs.

MARY (outside): But Miss Rose Please, Miss

Rose.

ROSE: Come along in here.

MARY: I had my orders, Miss Rose.

ROSE: I know what your orders were. (The door

is flung open, and Rose pushes Mary in ahead of

her. Rose has changed since we last saw her. She

is angry now, but it isn't that. Three weeks ago

she was a muddled, enthusiastic, excitable child.

She looks several years older now. She isn't quite

as pretty as she was. Disappointments, decisions.
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and frustrations have filled the weeks, and she

has had time to think. Perhaps that's the biggest

change.) Go on. Tell your story.

MARY: But Miss Rose

ROSE: Oh, your employer isn't here, is she? (She

goes to the door and calls out.) Aunt Helen!

Aunt Helen!

TERESA: She's in the kitchen, Rose.

ROSE: She'll be up soon. Now her spy's returned.

MARY: Please, Miss Rose

ROSE: Were you all in on this?

JAMES: We don't even know what this is.

ROSE: I'm sorry. I might have guessed it was her

work. She hates me.

JAMES: Nonsense.

ROSE: And I know why. Love is normal. Love

is being born and growing older and having

children and dying. She can't bear that. She

wants to build a wall of closed rooms and in

the middle there's this living room. Nobody will

ever die here. Perpetual motion. Nobody will

ever be born here. That's risky. I can camp here

all night because I'm young and there's no dan-
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ger, but a man mustn't come and see me here

because life might not stand still. We might
make love, and that means getting older, run-

ning risks in your precious museum piece of a

room. Period nineteen-two.

Helen has entered during the last line.

HELEN: What's that about nineteen-two, little

sweet ? (She sees Mary.) Mary, what are you

doing here?

ROSE: I brought her up with me. I wanted to

hear her report too.

HELEN: What report, dear?

ROSE: The report on my movements, of course.

How I arrived at Regal Court at two-forty-five

and left at five-fifteen. How she recognized no

one else who entered because he'd got there

first.

HELEN: Mary, you'd better go.

ROSE: I want to hear the report.

HELEN: Go, Mary. (Mary leaves. A pause.) I

can't think what you are talking about.

ROSE: Oh yes, you can. And now I'll give you

all the details Mary doesn't know. Michael was
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there at half-past two before me and Mary. I

got there at three and I dressed again at five.

She couldn't tell you that, could she? And we

didn't make love all that time. Because people

can't. And we'd been there three or four times

every week for three weeks. Ever since you

stopped my running away for good. (Bitterly]

With your great need of help. You could have

done without me all right if Mary's time had

not been taken up this way.

JAMES: Is it true, Helen?

HELEN: Oh, yes, it's true in a way. I wanted to

know where she went off to nearly every after-

noon. I suspected this.

JAMES: Why?

Teresa has been quietly crying.

HELEN: Stop snivelling, Teresa.

JAMES: I said why?

HELEN: She's our responsibility. It was my duty
to clear this thing up. You're so weak, you threw

them together. She told you she was going away
with him. It's a mortal sin.

JAMES: How do you know?
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HELEN: Because he's a married man, of course.

JAMES: Do you think you know a mortal sin

when you see it? You're wiser than the Church,

then.

HELEN: Have some common sense.

JAMES: Yes; if you would have some charity.

HELEN: James, you're a fool.

JAMES: I see what's in front of my eyes. God

doesn't require me to do more

HELEN: You've heard her bragging. They'd
have been living together now, day in day out,

if I hadn't stopped them.

JAMES (sharply): Stopped them?

ROSE: Of course we'd have been together. Of

course we'd have been lovers. Oh, you talk a lot

about mortal sin. Why didn't you let me go? Is

this any better? Afternoons at Regal Court?

HELEN: It is better. It will soon come to an end

this way.

ROSE: Love ending is a good thing, isn't it? To

you.

HELEN: This sort of love.
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ROSE: What's the difference between this sort of

love and any other? Would making love feel any
different if he hadn't got a wife? (She answers

her own question in a lower voice.) Only hap-

pier.

JAMES (who has been waiting his opportunity):

You said you stopped them?

HELEN: Yes. I'm not ashamed of it. I've kept her

in the Church, haven't I? She can go to confes-

sion now any time she likes.

ROSE: And do it again, and go to confession, and

do it again? Do you call that better than having

children, living together till we die

HELEN: In mortal sin.

ROSE: God's got more sense. And mercy.

HELEN: And it's another sin to trust too much
to His mercy.

ROSE: Oh, they have a name for that too. I know
it. The nuns taught it me. It's called presump-
tion. Well, I'm damned well going to presume.

JAMES (to Helen): What do you mean, you

stopped them?

HELEN: Teresa wasn't ill.
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ROSE: Not 111? She was in a faint on the floor.

HELEN: I told her she was ill. She believed it.

ROSE (turning quietly away): Oh.

A long silence.

HELEN (defensively): I had to act quickly,

James.

JAMES: I'd think you were a very wicked woman
if you weren't such a fool.

TERESA: I don't understand what you are all

talking about.

JAMES (to Helen,, bitterly): Perhaps you can ex-

plain it to her, / can't. Teresa, dear, go to your
room with Helen. You've been up long enough.

TERESA: Are you trying to get rid o me, James?

JAMES: Yes, dear, I am. Take my book. I want

a word with Rose alone.

Teresa begins to cross the room. Near the door

she pauses.

TERESA: Aren't you coming, Helen?

HELEN (to James): I don't trust you. I'm stay-

ing.
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JAMES: If you want to, you will. I know that.

Rose, you see Teresa to her room.

Rose takes Teresa by the arm and leads her

through the door.

TERESA (as she goes, with a note of appeal,, like

a child): You'll come and say good night, James?

JAMES: It's early. I'll come and read to you till

you feel sleepy. I'll come before dinner.

Rose and Teresa go out.

JAMES (to Helen): You might have killed

Teresa.

HELEN: I only told her she didn't look well. I'd

no intention

JAMES: You've told us clearly enough what you
intended.

HELEN: I wish the girl had never come here.

JAMES: Oh, so do I, so do I. We've ruined her

between us.

HELEN: Us? We aren't to blame. That man with

all his wickedness

JAMES: Don't blame him. Blame our dead good-
ness. Holy books, holy pictures, a subscription
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to the Altar Society. Do you think, If she had

come Into a house where there was love, she

wouldn't have hesitated, thought twice, talked

to us

HELEN: And why didn't she?

JAMES: Because there was fear, not love, In this

house. If we had asked her for a sacrifice, what

would we have offered? Pious platitudes.

HELEN: Speak for yourself, James.

JAMES: I do. Goodness that sits and talks piously

and decays all the time.

HELEN: He seduced her.

JAMES: It's a silly word, but what if he did? God

sometimes diverts the act, but the pious talk He
seems to leave like the tares, useless.

Rose enters.

ROSE (defiantly): Well?

JAMES (to Helen): You'd better apologize to her.

HELEN: Apologize?

JAMES (to Rose): She had no right to have you
followed.

HELEN: She's in our care. She lied to us.
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ROSE: You lied to me.

HELEN; There are lies and lies.

JAMES: There needn't be any more. God forgive

me, but you bore me, Helen. Please go away.

HELEN: I'm going to stay here.

JAMES: 1 know I'm your brother, but I'm still a

priest. I've asked you to go.

Helen makes for the door, but she flings back

one more insult.

HELEN: Oh, the Church is well rid of a useless

priest like you, James.

She goes, and the door closes. Silence.

ROSE (defiantly): You know what this means?

(No answer.) If Aunt Teresa's well, I'm free. I

can go with him. We are just where we were.

JAMES: Are you?

ROSE: We haven't tired of each other, if that's

what you mean. (Defiantly) We love each other

more. We know each other properly now.

JAMES: I'm glad the hours in Regal Court were

so rewarding.
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ROSE (her voice breaking): Don't laugh at me.

Please don't laugh at me.

JAMES: I don't feel like laughing.

ROSE: Uncle, it Isn't wonderful at all. It's sad,

sad. (Sitting on the floor by his chair) I'm tired.

I don't know what to do.

JAMES: How is he standing it?

ROSE: We both stand it when we are together.

We are happy at half-past two, we are still happy
at three o'clock. Then we sometimes sleep a bit.

It's not so bad at four o'clock, but then we hear

the quarter strike, and all the sadness starts.

Every day at a quarter past four. We behave aw-

fully sensibly when five o'clock comes. There's

a beastly little French gilt clock on the mantel-

piece. One day I'm going to smash its pretty

face. I oughtn't to tell you all this.

JAMES: I want to hear. People don't talk to

priests
much except in formulas, in that coffin-

shaped box of ours.

ROSE: "Since my last confession three weeks ago

I've committed adultery twenty-seven times/'

That's what Aunt Helen would like me to say,

and, Father, it doesn't mean a thing. We are sup-
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posed to be talking to God, aren't we, through

you? And God knows all about the clock on the

mantelpiece. I don't want to confess. I want to

say, "Dear God. Give us more love. Give us a

life together. Don't let it be just Regal Court

over and over again/' Do you understand?

JAMES: A little. All I can.

ROSE: What are we to do?

JAMES: My dear

ROSE (interrupting him): I'm not asking you as

a priest, I know that answer. But I can't believe

it's true what Aunt Helen says, that God would

rather have Regal Court and saying good-bye

three times a week than the other thing.

JAMES: What?

ROSE: Oh, peace and children and getting older.

Outside the Church.

JAMES: You wouldn't be happy

ROSE: Oh yes, I would. Don't make any mistake

about that, Father. I could live a lifetime with-

out the sacraments. That wouldn't hurt but a

lifetime without him . . .

JAMES: One gets over a separation. Time passes.
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ROSE: You have to live through It first though.

You have to dream at night you are together and

wake up in the morning alone, and count the

hours till bed again.

JAMES (sadly and with amazement): What a lot

of growing up you've done in three weeks.

ROSE: Do you think if I left Michael I could

really love a God who demanded all that pain

before He'd give Himself?

JAMES: You simplify too much.

ROSE: But It's a simple situation, Father. There's

nothing complicated about this love affair. I'm

not a case history.

JAMES: The trouble is you don't trust God

enough. Do you imagine God doesn't see your

problem and your suffering? He would make

things so much easier for you if you would shut

your eyes and leave it to Him.

Rose's face hardens during this speech. She will

not be persuaded.

ROSE: Would He? It's not the way He always

works. Look round the world nowadays. He
seems to want heroes, and I'm not a hero. I'm a

coward. I can't bear too much pain. There are
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a lot of us like that, Father. When I betray Him,
I'm not doing any worse than Peter, am I? God
died for the cowards too.

A bell rings below.

JAMES: He made them into heroes, even Peter.

ROSE: Oh, we read about God's successes. We
don't read about His failures. His happy failures

who just don't care much about Him, and go
on living quietly all the same.

JAMES: One has to deserve to be a failure.

ROSE: But Uncle, I don't want to try. I'm a

coward. I just want a bit of ordinary human
comfort. Not formulas. "Love God. Trust God.

Everything will be all right one day." Uncle,

please say something that's not Catholic.

Helen enters hurriedly.

HELEN: There's someone downstairs to see you,

Rose.

JAMES: Who?

HELEN: Mrs. Dennis.

JAMES: What does she want? (With suspicion)

Who brought her here?
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HELEN (with a suspicion of secret triumph): I've

told you she wants to see Rose.

Rose turns away with a movement of panic. A

pause.

JAMES: Is this your work again, Helen? Tell her

Rose is sick, not here. Tell her anything, but get

rid of her.

HELEN: She has a right

JAMES: This child has had enough to stand.

HELEN (scornfully): Child?

JAMES: Yes. Child.

Rose suddenly turns back to them.

ROSE: I'm here, aren't I? What are you waiting

for? Tell her to come up. (She crosses to the

door and pulls it open. Helen passes quickly

through and is heard calling to Mary to show

Mrs. Dennis up.)

JAMES (unwilling to go): Can you stand It?

ROSE: I've been standing the thought of her,

haven't I, all these weeks?

James stops his chair by the door and appeals

again.
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JAMES: Call me if you need me. I'll be in my
room.

Rose obstinately makes no reply and James

leaves. Rose stands alone, facing the door, as

Mary shows Mrs. Dennis in and hurriedly closes

the door on her. Mrs. Dennis is a woman of

about forty-five, with prematurely grey hair and

a strained, neurotic, but determined face. She

comes in and looks uneasily about her as though
the strangeness of this living room communi-

cated itself even to her.

MRS. DENNIS: Is Michael here?

ROSE: No. Did you expect him to be?

MRS. DENNIS: He said he was at a lecture, but I

never know now. You're Rose, aren't you?

ROSE: You're his wife, aren't you?

MRS. DENNIS: I read one of your letters. It fell

out of his dressing-gown pocket.

ROSE: Yes?

MRS. DENNIS: He's always been silly that way

keeping letters.

ROSE: Is that what you've come to tell me? Was
it worth climbing all those stairs?
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MRS. DENNIS (maliciously): I thought your let-

ter so touching. You trust him so much.

ROSE: Yes. I do.

MRS. DENNIS: You shouldn't, you know but of

course you can't know, he wouldn't tell you. But

there's always been trouble with his students.

Reading Freud together, I suppose. The third

year we were married just after our baby died

I could have divorced him.

ROSE: Why didn't you?

MRS. DENNIS (fiercely): Because he's happier
with me. He'll always be happier with me. I'd

forgive him anything. Would you?

ROSE: No. Because I love him. I wouldn't want

to hold him prisoner with forgiveness. I wouldn't

want to hold him a minute if he wanted to be

somewhere else.

MRS. DENNIS: He only thinks that.

ROSE: He has a right to think. He has a right to

think wrong.

MRS. DENNIS: If he really loved you, he'd have

left me.

ROSE: He meant to. Three weeks ago.
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MRS. DENNIS: But he's still here.

ROSE: Because I wouldn't go.

MRS. DENNIS: Why?

ROSE: I was caught, like him. By pity. (Sav-

agely) He pities you.

MRS. DENNIS: (maliciously): It didn't feel like

pity last night.

ROSE (crying out in pain): I don't believe you.

MRS. DENNIS: If I'm ready to share him, what

right

ROSE: You're lying. You know you are lying.

What have you come here for? You're just lying

to break me. You're wicked.

MRS. DENNIS: Wicked's an odd word from you.

I am his wife.

ROSE: You can stay his wife. I only want to be

his mistress. (Mrs. Dennis suddenly crumbles.

She drops into a chair and begins to weep. Rose

watches her for a moment, but she cannot re-

main indifferent.) I'm sorry. (With a gesture of

despair) Oh, it's all such a mess.

MRS. DENNIS: Please don't take him away.
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ROSE: What can I do? I love him, I love him

terribly.

MRS. DENNIS: But I love him too. I only want

him near me still. It doesn't hurt you.

ROSE (bitterly): Doesn't it?

MRS. DENNIS: I was lying. We haven*t been to-

gether like that for years.

ROSE: Oh, love isn't all making love. I'd some-

times give that up, to be together. At meals.

Come into a house where he Is. Sit silent with

a book in the same room.

MRS. DENNIS (hysterically): When are you go-

ing? I know you are planning to go. Don't tor-

ture me. Tell me.

ROSE: I don't know.

MRS. DENNIS: You're young. You can find any
number of men. Please let him alone. (Spacing

her words) I can't live without him. (Rose

watches her hysteria grow. She is trapped and

horrified.) I'll die if he leaves me. I'll kill myself,

ROSE: No. No. You never will.

MRS. DENNIS: I will, I know what you're think-

ing after that, I could marry him.
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ROSE: Please

MRS. DENNIS: Go away from him. Please. Go
somewhere he won't find you. You're young.
Youll get over it. The young always do.

ROSE: But I don't want to get over it.

MRS. DENNIS: I'm ill. Can't you wait? Just wait

six months and see. Six months isn't long. (With
almost a cry) You haven't any right to hurt me
like this. (She gets up and comes across the floor

to Rose.} No right. (Suddenly she strikes Rose in

the face, but immediately she has struck she goes

down on her knees and starts beating the table

with her fists.) You made me do that. You made

me. I want to die, I want to die. I want to die.

(Rose stands helplessly above her as Mrs. Dennis

beats the table. She doesn't know what to do.)

He wants me to die too. You all want me to die.

ROSE: No. No. (In a moan of despair) We only

want to be happy.

MRS. DENNIS: If he runs away, I shall go mad.

(She gets clumsily to her feet. The paroxysm is

over. She sits down in a chair again.) Please will

you get me some water?

Rose goes to the closet door. As she enters the

closet, Mrs. Dennis hurriedly gets up and finds



ACT TWO! SCENE I 103

her bag, which she had laid on the table. A tap

runs. She takes a bottle out of her bag and un-

screws the top. As Rose comes in again she con-

ceals the bottle in her palm. She takes the glass

of water.

MRS. DENNIS: Could you turn out that light,

dear? It's so strong. (Rose turns away to find the

switch. Mrs. Dennis begins to pour some tablets

into her hand. She does it slowly, with the obvi-

ous purpose that she shall be seen when Rose

turns. When Rose sees what she is at, she runs to

her and snatches the bottle, which she throws

into a corner of the room. Hysterically) Why
did you do that? I can buy more.

ROSE: Buy them, then. You're just blackmailing

me. (She hears the sound of feet coming rapidly

up the stairs, and runs to the door.) Michael, for

God's sake. (Michael enters.) Michael.

MICHAEL (looking at his wife): I heard she was

here.

ROSE (breaking down): She tried to kill herself.

MICHAEL: Oh no, she didn't. I know that trick of

hers. (To his wife) You promised you wouldn't

do that again. It does no good, dear.
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MRS. DENNIS: Don't call me "dear."

MICHAEL: You are dear. I call you what you are.

Rose watches. She is distressed, puzzled. She

hasn't yet grown up enough to realize that there

are many ways of love.

MRS. DENNIS: But you are going to leave me?

MICHAEL: Yes.

MRS. DENNIS: Oh, you've said it now. You've

said it. You've never said it before.

MICHAEL: I've been weak. I know. I've made

matters worse. I'm supposed to know about

people's minds, but when it comes to the point

I behave like everyone else,

MRS. DENNIS: She's too young for you, Michael.

MICHAEL (with bitterness): I'm making her

older already.

MRS. DENNIS: What happens to me, Michael?

There isn't even a child.

MICHAEL: You'll settle down. You have friends.

After a little while (he is almost pleading his

own cause with her) surely we can see each

other.
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Rose turns sharply away. She can't bear any

longer the sight of them together. They are

unmistakably man and wife.

MRS. DENNIS: If you go away you'll never see me

again. You won't know what's happening to me.

You won't know if I'm ill or well. I'm not going

to have you come and watch my tears.

MICHAEL: But I want you to be happy. We
haven't been happy. Long before I met Rose

MRS. DENNIS: You talk so much about happiness.

No. I wasn't happy. Do you think I'm going to

be more happy without you? Happiness isn't

everything, is it? Do you often come across some-

one happy at your lectures? I don't want to

be alone, Michael. I'm afraid of being alone.

Michael, for God's sake I forgot. You don't

believe in God. Only she does.

Rose can stand it no more. She comes back into

the fight.

ROSE: Stop. Please stop. You are making it so

complicated. Both of you. (They both turn and

look at her. It's as if she were the outsider. She

looks from one to the other.) We love each other,

Mrs. Dennis. It's as simple as that. This happens

every day, doesn't it? You read it in the papers.
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People can't all behave like this. There are four

hundred divorces a month.

MICHAEL: Then there are hundreds of suffering

people.

ROSE: But darling, you aren't going to suffer,

are you? You want to live with me. You want to

go away. You don't want to stay with her. We are

going to be happy.

MRS. DENNIS: You see she doesn't suffer.

MICHAEL (turning on her angrily): She doesn't

shout it aloud, that's all. She doesn't use it as a

weapon. (Lowering his voice) I'm sorry. I'm

shouting too. This is making us all hysterical.

MRS. DENNIS: You won't have to be hysterical

any more. (She gets up.) You can go home. (She

catches on the word.) I mean to the house and

pack. I won't be there. I'll keep out of the way
till you've gone. (She walks to the door.) You

can sleep there tonight. I won't be there.

She goes. Rose holds out a hand to Michael, but

he doesn't see it. He is staring at the door.

MICHAEL (to himself): God knows what shell

do. (He leaves the room, and we hear him

calling to her from the head of the stairs it is
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the first time we have heard her first name.}
Marion! Marion! (Rose listens with her hand

still held out. Then she lets it fall to her side.)

Marion! (He comes slowly back into the room

talking more to himself than to Rose, to keep his

courage up.) She won't do anything. People who
talk about suicide never do anything. (A pause.)

Do they?

ROSE: No. What are we going to do, Michael?

(He doesn't hear her. His eyes are on the door.)

Michael! Michael!

MICHAEL: Yes?

ROSE: What are we going to do, Michael?

MICHAEL (with unhappy bitterness): Oh, we are

going to be happy.

ROSE: Are you?

MICHAEL: Of course. And you. We'll both get

over this. (Still with bitterness against himself)

It's easy to get over other people's pain. I know.

I deal with it all day long. Pain is my profession.

ROSE: Did you mean what you said to her? That

we are going away?

MICHAEL: Did I tell her that? Oh yes, she made

me angry.
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ROSE: Didn't you mean it?

MICHAEL: Of course. As soon as your aunt's

better. We always said so.

ROSE: She's better now. I'm free.

MICHAEL (slowly): Then of course we can

go.

ROSE: When? Now? Tomorrow?

Michael hesitates very slightly.

MICHAEL: The day after. You see I must find

out how she is.

ROSE: I wish you didn't love her so.

MICHAEL: My dear, my dear there's no need of

jealousy.

ROSE: I'm not jealous. I hate to see you suffer.

That's all.

MICHAEL: Well be all right the day after

tomorrow. (He kisses her and goes to the door.)

ROSE (anxious, not knowing what to say, in a

schoolgirl accent): A bientot.

MICHAEL (his mind still on his wife): I wish I

knew where she'd gone. She hasn't many friends.

(He goes out.)
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Rose, at that last phrase, puts her hand over her

mouth. As soon as she hears his feet on the stairs

she sits miserably down, her hand still damped
over her mouth, as though that can stop tears.

The sound of Helen's voice and the grind of the

chair wheels drives her to her feeL Helen pushes

in her brother in his chair.

HELEN: When are you leaving? It's convenient

to know.

ROSE (the phrase sounds weak even to her): The

day after tomorrow.

HELEN (to her brother): Don't forget you've

promised to read to Teresa.

JAMES: I won't forget. But there's something

you've forgotten. (Helen hesitates, then goes to

Rose and kisses her cheek. Helen leaves. Rose

feels the place as though she were feeling a

roughness of the skin. A long pause?) Can I help

at all?

ROSE (as though to herself): I told him not to

make me think. I warned him not to. (Father

Browne sits hunched in his chair, saying

nothing.) If we'd gone that day we'd have been

happy. I don't think unless people make me. I

can't think about people I don't know. She was
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just a name, that's all. And then she comes here

and beats her fists on the table and cries in the

chair. I saw them together. They are married,

Uncle. I never knew they were married. Oh, he'd

told me they were, but I hadn't seen them, had

I? It was only like something in a book, but now
I've seen them together. I've seen him touch her

arm. Uncle, what am I to do? (She flings herself

on the floor beside him.) Tell me what to do,

Father!

JAMES: When you say "Father" you seem to lock

my mouth. There are only hard things to say.

ROSE: I only want somebody to say, "Do this, do

that." I only want somebody to say, "Go here, go
there." I don't want to think any more.

JAMES: And if I say, "Leave him "

ROSE: I couldn't bear the pain.

JAMES: Then you'd better go with him, if you're

as weak as that.

ROSE: But I can't bear hers either.

JAMES: You're such a child. You expect too

much. In a case like yours we always have to

choose between suffering our own pain or suf-

fering other people's. We can't not suffer.
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ROSE: But there are happy people. People run

away all the time and are happy. I've read about

them.

JAMES: I've read about them too. And the fairy

stories which say, "They lived happily ever after-

wards/'

ROSE: But it can be true.

JAMES: Perhaps for fools. My dear, you*re

neither of you fools. He spends his time dis-

secting motives. He knows his own selfishness,

just in the same way as you know your own

guilt. A psychologist and a Catholic, you can't

fool yourselves except for two hours in Regal

Court.

ROSE: I can. I can.

JAMES: You've got a lifetime to fool yourself in.

It's a long time, to keep forgetting that poor

hysterical woman who has a right to need him.

ROSE (crying out with pain): Oh! (The door

opens and Teresa enters in her dressing-gown.

Rose, with her hand over her mouth, follows with

her eyes. Teresa, paying no attention to them,

goes to the closet. As the door closes, Rose sobs

on her uncle's knee. He tries to soothe her with



112 The Living Room

his hand. She raises her head.) It's horrible, hor-

rible, horrible!

JAMES: I hoped you'd go on thinking it was

funny.

ROSE: I can't go on living here with them. Like

this. In a room where nobody has died. Uncle,

please tell me to go. Tell me Fm right to go.

Don't give me a Catholic reason. Help me.

Please help me.

JAMES: I want to help you. I want to be of use.

I would want it if it were the last thing in life I

could have. But when I talk my tongue is heavy
with the Penny Catechism.

ROSE: Can't you give me anything to hope for?

JAMES: Oh, hope I That's a different matter.

There's always hope.

ROSE: Hope of what?

JAMES: Of getting over it. Forgetting him. (Rose

jumps to her feet and swings away from him. He
is struggling for words but can find none

except formulas.) Dear, there's always the Mass.

It's there to help. Your rosary you've got a

rosary, haven't you? Perhaps Our Lady prayer.

ROSE (with hatred and contempt): Prayer!
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JAMES: Rose please (He is afraid of what she

may say and desperately seeking for the right

words; but still he can't find them.} Just wait

ROSE: You tell me if I go with him hell be

unhappy for a lifetime. If I stay here, I'll have

nothing but that closet and this this living

room. And you tell ine there's hope and I can

pray. Who to? Don't talk to me about God or

the saints. I don't believe in your God who took

away your legs and wants to take away Michael.

I don't believe in your Church and your Holy
Mother of God. I don't believe. I don't believe.

(James holds out a hand to her, but she draws

away from it.)
1 wish to God I didn't feel so

lonely.

Helen enters. She takes the scene coldly in.

HELEN: It's nearly dinner time. Teresa's been

asking for you, and I've got to lay the table here.

JAMES: Couldn't we tonight use another room?

HELEN: You know very well there isn't another

room. (She takes his chair and pushes him to the

door. He makes no further protest. He feels too

old and broken. To Rose) If you'll start laying,

I'll be with you in a moment.
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Helen pushes James out. Rose is alone.

ROSE: I don't believe. I don't believe. (She drags

herself across the room. She sees the bottle and

kneels down and picks it up. Then, desperately,

she goes towards the closet door and calls.) Aunt

Teresa! Dear Aunt Teresa. (The closet door

opens, and Teresa comes out. She moves across

the room, ignoring Rose, as is her custom.)

Please, Aunt Teresa (For a moment the old

fuddled brain seems to take in the appeal. She

half turns to Rose, then walks on to the door.)

For God's sake, speak to me, Aunt Teresa! It's

Rose! (Teresa goes out and shuts the door be-

hind her. Rose sinks hopelessly down on the

landing outside the closet door.) Won't some-

body help me? (She begins to shake the tablets

out of the bottle. When she has them all in her

hand, she makes an attempt to pray, but she can't

remember the words.) Our Father, who art

who art (Suddenly she plunges into a childish

prayer quite mechanically and without thinking

of what she's saying, looking at the tablets in her

hand.) Bless Mother, Nanny, and Sister Marie-

Louise, and please God don't let school start

again ever.

CURTAIN



Act Two
Scene 2. The living room. Next

morning

/4 Zo o/ bedding is piled on the floor. Father

James Browne sits in his chair, and Michael

Dennis has his back turned to him and is staring

through the window. Mary, the daily woman, is

dragging a heavy chair towards the door.

MARY (pausing): "Miss Helen," I said, "it's time

you let things rest where they rightly belong."

"Mary," she said, "you are paid by the hour for

your services and not for your advice.
1 *

JAMES: Do you want help with that chair?
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MARY: I'd rather not, sir. Let each stick to his

own job, or more harm's done. (She gets the

chair almost to the door,, and turns again. To

James) 1 wish I'd said to her, "Miss Helen, I'm

paid for housework/' before ever I went watch-

ing that poor girl.

JAMES: There are a terrible lot of vain wishes

about the house today.

MARY: Fin forgetting the bedding, (She piles

the bedding on the chair.) It's an awful waste of

space. Will they let me keep the empty trunks in

here, do you think? And where will you be

eating your meals now? It seems a shame to me
in a house as big as this there shouldn't be one

living room for all of you.

Helen has entered during her speech.

HELEN: You are taking a long time, Mary.

(Michael moves from the window^ and Helen

sees him.) I didn't know Mr. Dennis was here.

Mary leaves.

MICHAEL: I came to see her. You hadn't even the

mercy to warn me she was dead.

HELEN: But you're not one of the family, (She

picks up a chair.)
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MICHAEL: For somebody so frightened of death

you've done a lot of harm.

HELEN (carefully ignoring Michael): James, If

we use Teresa's room as a bed-sitting-room It's

large enough we shan't have to move you at

all.

JAMES: I'm not interested today in where I sleep.

HELEN: If you were a woman you'd realize that

life has to go on.

MICHAEL: Rose was a woman, and she had a

different idea.

Helen puts down the chair.

HELEN: Why are you blaming me for this? If

anyone's guilty, it's you. (To Michael) It's you
who've been killing her all these weeks at

Regal Court. Killing her conscience, so in the

end she did that.

MICHAEL (accusingly to Helen): II you hadn't

brought my wife here, there'd have beeu no

sleeping pills.

JAMES: There would have been a window, a

tube train. It won't help her to choose who's

guilty. (To Michael) And you are not supposed

to believe in guilt.
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HELEN: I know the guilty one.

MICHAEL (breaking out): You do, do you! Look
in your damned neurotic heart

JAMES: I thought Freud said there was no such

thing as guilt

MICHAEL: For God's sake, don't talk psychology
at me today. Psychology wasn't any use to her.

Books, lectures, analysis of dreams. Oh, I knew
the hell of a lot, didn't I, about the human
mind! (Turning away) She lay on this floor.

JAMES: And our hearts say, "Guilty."

MICHAEL: Yes. Guilty.

HELEN: Mine doesn't.

MICHAEL: Then why don't you sleep in this

room? You're innocent. All right then. What
are you afraid of?

JAMES: Yes, what are you afraid of, Helen?

HELEN (startled): You know we agreed

JAMES: Agreed?

HELEN: I couldn't frighten Teresa like that.

You know how she feels. We can't go against Te-
resa she's so old. I'm not afraid, but Teresa
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JAMES: It's Teresa, Is It?

HELEN: Of course it's Teresa. No one should

sleep in this room, James.

JAMES: Even me?

HELEN (fearfully): It's all decided, James.

Teresa's bedroom will be the living room too.

Mary's preparing it now. You know what a

lovely room it is, James. Plenty o space. (She

puts the chair outside the door and returns.) It's

time to close this room.

JAMES: You can leave us, Helen, and see about

your business. (Helen hesitates, with her eye on

Michael.) The room won't harm him and me
for the little time we'll be here.

Helen makes to reply } but instead she picks up
a small chair and goes out. A pause.

MICHAEL: Three weeks ago Rose and I came

into this room together. A lover and his inex-

perienced mistress. (As though defending him-

self) You can't believe how happy she was that

day.

JAMES: She grew up quickly.

MICHAEL: Did she talk to you last night?
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JAMES: Yes.

MICHAEL: Why did she do it?

JAMES: She was afraid of pain. Your pain, her

pain, your wife's pain.

MICHAEL: It was my wife who rang me here just

now. She'd heard. God knows how. She was

terribly sympathetic.

JAMES: What will you do?

MICHAEL: Go on living with her. If you can call

it living. It's a funny thing. I'm supposed to be a

psychologist, and I've ruined two people's minds.

JAMES: Psychology may teach you to know a

mind. It doesn't teach you to love.

MICHAEL: I did love her.

JAMES: Oh yes, I know. And I thought I loved

her too. But none of us loves enough. Perhaps
the saints. Perhaps not even them. Dennis, I've

got to tell somebody this. You may understand.

It's your job to understand.

MICHAEL (bitterly): My job

JAMES: For more than twenty years I've been a

useless priest I had a real vocation ior the priest-
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hood perhaps you'd explain It In terms of a

father complex. Never mind now. I'm not laugh-

ing at you. To me It was a real vocation. And
for twenty years it's been imprisoned in this

chair the desire to help. You have it too in

your way, and it would still be there if you lost

your sight and speech. Last night God gave me

my chance. He flung this child here, at my knees,

asking for help, asking for hope. That's what

she said, "Can't you give me anything to hope
for?" I said to God, "Put words into my mouth/

1

but He's given me twenty years in this chair with

nothing to do but prepare for such a moment, so

why should He interfere? And all I said was,

"You can pray." If Fd ever really known what

prayer was, I would only have had to touch her

to give her peace. "Prayer," she said. She almost

spat the word.

MICHAEL: I went away to look for my wife. I

was frightened about her. What do we do now?

Is everything going to be the same as before?

JAMES: Three old people have lost a living room,

that's all. A psychologist with a sick wife. She's

fallen like a stone into a pond.

MICHAEL: Can you believe in a God who lets

that happen?
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JAMES: Yes.

MICHAEL: It's a senseless creed.

JAMES: It seems that sometimes.

MICHAEL: And cruel.

JAMES: There's one thing I remember from the

seminary. Fve forgotten nearly all the things

they taught me, even the arguments for the

existence of God. It comes from some book of

devotion. "The more our senses are revolted,

uncertain, and in despair, the more surely Faith

says: 'This is God: all goes well.'
"

MICHAEL: "All goes well." Do you really feel

that?

JAMES: My senses don't feel it. They feel nothing
but revolt, uncertainty, despair. But I know it

at the back of my mind. It's my weakness that

cries out.

MICHAEL: I can't believe in a God who doesn't

pity weakness.

JAMES: (imploringly): I wish you'd leave Him
alone today. Don't talk of Him with such hatred

even if you don't believe in Him. If He exists,

He loved her too, and saw her take that senseless
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drink. And you don't know, and I don't know,
the amount of love and pity He's spending on

her now.

MICHAEL (bitterly): A little late.

JAMES (pleading): I wish you could understand

that today it's only your pain speaking. All right,

that's natural. Let it speak. Let it have its silly

way. There's a man down the road dying of

cancer. His pain is speaking too. Of course we
are in pain. Do you want to be the only excep-

tion in a world of pain?

MICHAEL: And you believe God made the world

like that.

JAMES: Yes. And I believe He shared its pain.

But He didn't only make the world He made

eternity. Suffering is a problem to us, but it

doesn't seem a big problem to the woman when

she has borne her child. Death is our child, we
have to go through pain to bear our death. I'm

crying out with the pain like you. But Rose

she's free, she's borne her child.

MICHAEL: You talk as if she were alive. (Round-

ing suddenly on James) Oh yes, your Church

teaches she's alive all right. She teaches she's

damned damned with my wife's sleeping pills.
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JAMES: We aren't as stupid as you think us.

Nobody claims we can know what she thought
at the end. Only God was with her at the end.

MICHAEL: You said yourself she almost spat the

word "prayer."

JAMES: It may not have been her last word, and

even if it were, you ought to know you can't tell

love from hate sometimes.

MICHAEL: Oh, she wasn't complicated. There

was no neurosis about her. No middle-aged con-

flicts. She was young and simple, that's all. And
she cared no more about your Church than I do.

JAMES: Do you really think you'd have loved her

if she'd been as simple as all that? Oh no, you're

a man with a vocation too. You loved the tension

in her. Don't shake your head at me. You loved

her just because she was capable of despair. So

did I. Some of us are too small to contain that

terrible tide she wasn't, and we loved her for

that.

MICHAEL (bitterly): A stone in a pond.

The door opens^ and Teresa enters* The old

lady is staggering under a load of bedding that

she planks down on the sofa.
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JAMES: What Is It, Teresa?

TERESA: My room can be the living room. I shall

sleep here.

Helen's voice is heard outside: Teresa. Where

are you, Teresa?

Helen follows her sister into the room. She is

too agitated to pay any attention to Michael.

HELEN: Teresa, are you 111 again? What are you

doing? Whose bedding is that? Everything's

arranged.

TERESA: I'm sleeping here. (She begins sorting

out the bedding.)

HELEN: Here? James, tell her she can't. She

doesn't understand what she's doing. She can't

sleep here. I won't allow her to sleep here. We
all agreed. Please, James, say something to her.

(Teresa continues unperturbed, and James

watches the two women from his chair while

Michael turns from the window to watch also.

Helen is in a panic now.) Teresa! Dear Teresa!

You can't! She died in here. In this room,

Teresa!

Helen tries to snatch the clothes off the couch

again> kneeling beside it.
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JAMES: Stop it, Helen. We've had enough of this

foolishness. God isn't unmerciful like a woman
can be. You've been afraid too long. It's time

for you to rest, my darling. It's time for you to

rest.

Helen collapses suddenly across the bed> crying

like a child back in the nursety. Teresa is the

strong one now; she sits beside her, smooths her

hair) and talks to her in the nursery language of

an elder sister.

TERESA: Tears, tears, tears they are only good
to water cabbages. It's all nonsense, my dear.

Why shouldn't I sleep here? We're not afraid of

the child. And there'd be no better room for me
to fall asleep in forever than the room where

Rose died.

She is still comforting Helen as

THE CURTAIN FALLS
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